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    INTRODUCTION




    For millennia Stonehenge has stood alone on Salisbury Plain, a mysterious legacy of a vanished culture. Today it is flanked by two busy roads and its visitor centre attracts almost a million tourists a year from all around the world. Yet only fifty years ago it was still a quiet and empty place, reached by lonely roads and tracks over the high plain. A visiting Dutch archaeologist described it in 1957: ‘There was no fence nor were tickets sold at Stonehenge, and there were no other visitors, the car was just parked on the grass and you could just walk around the stones and touch them.’1




    The myth of Stonehenge in seclusion is a powerful one. Many have tried to understand Stonehenge on its own, without thinking greatly about its surroundings on the windswept plain, or the people of its wider world. Astronomers, mathematicians, engineers and all manner of scholars and enthusiasts have pored over plans and drawings of this great stone circle, extracting significance from myriad possible interpretations of its design. In the modern era, many of those interested in the monument have certainly hoped that some secret code to its meaning might somehow be broken – if only we knew how.




    If we could travel back in time, some 4000 or 5000 years, we would find that Stonehenge was not an isolated marvel. It was one of many monuments in this part of Salisbury Plain. Some were built of timber, and lasted only a few centuries. At least one monument of stone standing on the bank of the nearby River Avon was dismantled by ancient people only a few centuries after it was put up. The banks and ditches of large earthwork enclosures lasted much longer, but millennia of ploughing and erosion have reduced them to mere humps and bumps that are barely visible today. Stonehenge in its heyday was thus not alone, being part of a landscape teeming with construction and activity. For those studying Stonehenge, therefore, the stone circle is not in itself the puzzle but rather just one piece of a complex jigsaw.




    For more than 300 years people have been trying to find that puzzle’s missing pieces. In 1666 John Aubrey, the king’s antiquary, discovered that there was an ‘avenue’ leading from Stonehenge towards the River Avon, which runs to its east. In the 1720s the antiquarian William Stukeley recorded many details about Stonehenge and its surrounding burial mounds or ‘barrows’. Eighty years later, local landowner Richard Colt Hoare, the excavator of many of these barrows, mapped a huge earthwork enclosure known as Durrington Walls that is situated some two miles northeast of Stonehenge. The pace of discovery quickened during the twentieth century, as the ‘footprints’ of long-vanished timber circles at Durrington Walls and the nearby site called Woodhenge were excavated by teams of expert archaeologists.




    In archaeology context is everything. As a rule, an artefact or a monument studied in isolation is out of context and as such any interpretation of it will always be partial and flawed. If we can understand a monument in terms of what it related to, who made it, how they lived, and what else they did, we stand a better chance of understanding the thing-in-itself as the product of wider forces. But the process of piecing together the past can be compared with assembling a jigsaw puzzle only so far. We may be able to see what fits together but this will not necessarily reveal how it fits together. There must be a deductive insight – a flash of perception – that explains the hows and whys. This is where we need theories and hypotheses – the starting points of all scientific endeavour, whether we’re attempting to explain relativity or the causes of the Second World War.




    Theories provide new ways of seeing, new understandings of the facts, and new lines of evidence to be sought out. Theories are not articles of faith or belief; they are there to be tested to breaking point. When we discover that an existing hypothesis doesn’t explain new findings, that hypothesis must be discarded or modified. Consequently the history of knowledge is strewn with the debris of rejected theories. In archaeology the most powerful theories are those that match and explain evidence produced by new discoveries; if the new evidence doesn’t support the theory’s predictions then the theory is wrong.




    This book is about the relationship of Stonehenge to its surrounding landscape and to the people who built it. We have tried throughout to explain why some theories about Stonehenge are better than others. Our knowledge has changed dramatically as a result of the Stonehenge Riverside Project, which started in 2003 and ran for seven years, to 2009, during which time forty-five archaeological excavations were opened throughout the Stonehenge World Heritage Site’s 26.6 square kilometres. During the first two years of the project, as its overall leader, I gathered a team of expert archaeologists to be co-directors – Colin Richards, Josh Pollard, Kate Welham, Julian Thomas and Chris Tilley. Together we then recruited teams of university students, local volunteers and professional archaeologists from across Britain and Europe on what became one of the world’s largest archaeological projects of its day.




    Our investigations not only explored locations at and around Stonehenge itself but also focused on the nearby great henge enclosure of Durrington Walls. At the heart of our research was the possibility that Stonehenge and Durrington Walls were not separate monuments, as everyone had thought, but two halves of the same complex. In other words, to understand Stonehenge we had to understand its relationship to Durrington Walls.




    Most people have never even heard of Durrington Walls. Named after the present village of Durrington, a stone’s throw to its northeast, this is a neglected but internationally important part of the Stonehenge World Heritage Site. A major road runs through the middle of this prehistoric circular earthwork or ‘henge’. Just beyond it to the north lies the Stonehenge Inn, where coachloads of Stonehenge visitors stop off for pub lunches, oblivious to the enclosure’s existence. And who can blame them? The earthworks of Durrington Walls are visible only to the trained eye. Next to it, on its south side, is the site of Woodhenge, the remains of a timber circle whose excavated postholes have been filled with concrete cylinders to mark the positions of the long-gone timber posts that once stood in them. Another two Stonehenge-sized timber circles – known as the Northern and Southern Circles – were discovered inside the circular earthworks of Durrington Walls in the 1960s, during excavations when the main road was built, but these now lie buried and unmarked beneath the road embankment.




    The size of Durrington Walls is impressive. Covering an area of 17 hectares, the earthen banks of this enormous enclosure once stood more than 3 metres (10 feet) high, with a ditch inside the bank some 5.5 metres (18 feet) deep. Today there is little more to see on the surface than a panel informing visitors that this was once the largest of Britain’s henges.




    Henges were built only during the Neolithic2, Copper Age and Bronze Age (starting at around 3000 BC) and they are found only in Britain. The word ‘henge’ does not refer to a circular structure of stone or wood, as is commonly thought, but is actually the name given to an earthen enclosure in which the ditch is situated on the inside of the bank – as if keeping something inside it rather than keeping people out. It just so happens that many of these inside-out enclosures have the remains of structures inside them. Paradoxically – and despite lending its name to this type of prehistoric monument – Stonehenge itself is not technically a henge: its own ditch lies outside its bank.




    Before the enclosing ditch and bank were constructed at Durrington Walls, some 4500 years ago, this was also the largest settlement of its day in northern Europe. Our excavations have revealed that this was a landscape filled with small wattle-and-daub houses; it must have been alive with the sounds of thousands of people gathering from miles around to celebrate and worship at the two great timber circles. Archaeologists have often wondered whether lots of people lived at Stonehenge, because its stones obviously required a huge number of people to ‘dress’ them (to shape and smooth them), and to put them up. The builders must have lived somewhere, in large groups for a long period of time, and we know that prehistoric people usually left traces of their presence – things such as broken pots, flint tools, animal bones, burnt grain, houses and storage pits dug into the ground. Archaeologists, including myself, have looked for traces of a builders’ camp in the vicinity of Stonehenge but without success. Settlement remains are largely absent from Stonehenge and its immediate surroundings. So it seems that the people who lived in the village which we discovered at Durrington Walls built both Stonehenge and Durrington Walls. We now know from our new findings at Durrington Walls that large gatherings of Neolithic people could create huge quantities of waste, even during a period of occupancy lasting less than a few decades. New studies of DNA and isotopes tell us something about who these Neolithic people were, including where they came from, what they ate and how they lived.




    Had the timber circles and houses of Durrington Walls been built of stone, they might have survived for people to appreciate today. It would also have been self-evident that Stonehenge was part of a larger complex and should be understood in such terms. There are other reasons why earlier archaeologists failed to understand the link between the two sites. It was thought that Stonehenge and Durrington Walls were built at different times in prehistory and so could not have been in contemporaneous use. The radiocarbon dates for Durrington Walls appeared to be several centuries earlier than those for Stonehenge; as a result, until as late as 2008 (when we reinterpreted the whole chronology of Stonehenge and Durrington Walls), some archaeologists argued that the stones of Stonehenge were put up much later than the Durrington Walls timber circles. Perhaps, as my university teachers suggested thirty years ago, Stonehenge was a stone copy of the timber circles, created after they’d fallen into decay? Until our recent findings changed the story quite radically, the radiocarbon dates misled archaeologists into thinking that the timber circles of Durrington Walls and Woodhenge would have been in ruins by the time the stones were erected at Stonehenge.




    Even so, there were always unappreciated clues that Stonehenge and the Durrington Walls timber circles might be related. For centuries it has been common knowledge that Stonehenge’s builders employed features derived from carpentry. The lintels3 are secured to the tops of the uprights by tenons (carved knobs projecting from the top of the stone) that fit into cup-shaped mortise holes on the undersides of the stone lintels. The ends of each lintel are slightly curved so that each nestles snugly against the next in a simple form of tongue-and-groove jointing. It’s unlikely that the stonemasons considered these to be practical requirements – the sheer weight of the five-ton lintels made this mortise-and-tenon jointing unnecessary – so their inclusion must represent a stylistic nod towards timber architecture.




    For me a flash of insight came from sharing ideas with a colleague from Madagascar. Many archaeologists had assumed that the choice of materials – stone for Stonehenge and wood for the Durrington Walls timber circles – was of no particular significance. My colleague Ramilisonina saw things differently. When he visited the monuments of Wessex4 with me for the first time, he explained that in his country, before the arrival of the missionaries, stone had been reserved for the tombs of the ancestors while timber was used for the houses of the living. Might not this be the case here in Neolithic Britain? Could the choice of materials be as important as the architecture itself?




    This was a radical idea. Some archaeologists thought it an exciting possibility but others greeted it with mild derision. It was a theory but we needed to find out some crucial information. If Stonehenge and Durrington Walls really were contemporary, and if there were burials at Stonehenge and none at Durrington Walls, and if there were some way of showing how Stonehenge and Durrington Walls were physically connected, then there was a case for arguing that timber and stone symbolized the living and the dead respectively. A new idea wasn’t enough: we needed more information.




    This all seemed a lot to investigate. We knew there were cremation burials at Stonehenge, dug up in the 1920s but since reburied, but none had been dated so there was no certainty about how they fitted into the monument’s history. Before our project began, no evidence of any dwellings had been found at Durrington Walls by previous archaeologists, so it would be up to us to find out whether it was a place of the living or not. We suspected that the link between Stonehenge and Durrington Walls was provided by the River Avon, which flows past Durrington Walls and then meanders to the east of Stonehenge before heading towards the English Channel. This river is linked to Stonehenge by a long, linear pair of earthen banks called the Stonehenge Avenue. But no one had ever found any evidence of an equivalent avenue linking Durrington Walls to the river. We would have to do a lot of digging to get new information and start to answer our new questions about the two monuments.




    The results of our geophysical surveys and excavations were beyond our wildest expectations. The more we worked in the landscape in and around Stonehenge and Durrington Walls, the more we learned about how Stonehenge was part of a larger complex. We also came up with new evidence casting light on some of the more perplexing questions about Stonehenge. Ramilisonina’s insight about places of the living and places of the dead was just the first step on what would turn out to be a long journey of discovery, taking us far beyond the initial theory of stones being associated with ancestors.




    As for Stonehenge itself, we had to tackle some big questions about the date of the monument and its sequence of construction. Although Stonehenge’s big stones were put up around 2500 BC (4500 years ago), archaeologists have known for a while that the circular ditch and bank around Stonehenge were constructed about 500 years earlier, around 3000 BC. When we started work, nobody knew whether there had been any circles of standing stones or timber posts at that early date. Another really tricky problem centred on the stones themselves. Among the smaller standing stones at Stonehenge today are numerous ‘bluestones’ of various types of rock that derive from the Preseli Hills, about 180 miles away in west Wales. What are these doing at Stonehenge, so very far from home? When were they brought to Wiltshire and when were they first erected?




    Another question – one which we never expected to resolve – was why Stonehenge is where it is. Salisbury Plain is covered with prehistoric monuments but most of these lie close to the rivers and streams that provided water for prehistoric farmers and their animals. So why is Stonehenge located over a mile from water, near the top of a rather desolate ridge? What was so special about that particular spot that prehistoric people brought stones here from so far away? And why did they expend so much effort – literally millions of man-hours – in quarrying, shaping, pulling, dressing, erecting and lifting the huge stones to form a stone circle that imitated wood? Through a combination of carefully thought-through research hypotheses, tightly drafted research designs, very hard work by all concerned (and a modicum of luck), we have discovered new sites and made new interpretations of existing information; this book presents the results so far of seven years’ work in the field and in the laboratory.
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    THE MAN FROM MADAGASCAR




    In 1998 – fourteen years ago at the time of writing -I was involved in the making of a BBC documentary, Stonehenge: Ancient Voices. The programme’s producer decided to bring in and interview someone with experience of erecting standing stones. Malagasy archaeologist Ramilisonina knew all about such things: his family still follows ancient traditions of moving and raising large stones to commemorate the dead. So, in February that year, Ramilisonina braved the British winter and came to Wiltshire to take part in filming.




    Ramilisonina and I had already been working together for years. Previously he had taken me to lots of interesting tombs and monuments in the spiny deserts of southern Madagascar; now I took him to Avebury. Ramilisonina was transfixed by this stone circle, which stands about twenty miles north of Stonehenge. Its stones are bigger than anything he has ever handled – so huge that he had to ask me whether the people who erected them had used tractors. If not, he mused, they must have been put up by magic. I told him that the stone circle was more than 4000 years old – so no tractors – and that I honestly didn’t believe that stones could be moved by supernatural means.




    As we wandered among the Avebury stones in the fading afternoon light, I explained that we didn’t know what the standing stones were for. Now it was Ramilisonina’s turn to look at me in amused disbelief. How could I not know? To him it was obvious. It seemed that even after many seasons of fieldwork in Madagascar I hadn’t really grasped the significance of stone: it is an everlasting material with which one honours and commemorates the dead. There in Madagascar, perishable materials – wood, fabric, plant materials – are used only for the living, to clothe and house them during the brief span of human life, before they spend the eternity of death in a stone tomb. Stone monuments are for the ancestors – for Ramil, this explanation was self-evident.




    My first reaction was to laugh. Contemporary Madagascar and prehistoric Britain are so disconnected, both geographically and historically, that it was surely a bit absurd to suggest that these two completely separate cultures could share any motivation for putting up megaliths. Nevertheless, at Stonehenge for the filming the next day, I found myself thinking about what Ramilisonina had said, wondering if it might not be so far-fetched. I knew that archaeologists had found many human burials at Stonehenge1 – it certainly had some sort of association with the dead. And less than two miles away from the great stone circle there once stood the timber circles inside and outside the massive Durrington Walls enclosure.2




    As a student I’d been taught that these three timber circles in and near Durrington Walls pre-dated Stonehenge and were probably its prototypes. Some thought that they’d once been roofed to make giant circular buildings – and that Stonehenge was a stone copy made after they’d fallen into ruin. If Ramilisonina’s instinct was right, then the relationship between the stone circle and the timber circles wasn’t a question of prototypes, of one style replacing another. The wooden and stone monuments would have played different roles in the lives of their builders. Perhaps wood was juxtaposed with stone for a purpose, to create a complex of monumental structures associated with the transition from life to death. If the timber circles were monuments for the living, as opposed to stone monuments for the dead, then there should be evidence that these structures at Durrington Walls were actually contemporary with Stonehenge.




    If the stone and timber circles were all part of one system, then what joined them together? I knew without looking at the map that the answer was the River Avon. Stonehenge has an avenue, flanked by ditches and banks, that leads from its entrance towards the river;3 two miles upstream from Stonehenge, Durrington Walls lies very close to the Avon. Perhaps this river was significant as a route between the circles of timber and the circle of stone, playing a part in a transition from life to death. Eighteen miles north of Stonehenge and Durrington Walls, the stone circles and avenues of Avebury,4 too, could have been designed as part of a larger wood-and-stone complex. Archaeologists had recently discovered the remains of a series of enclosures surrounded by wooden palisades along the Kennet river, a mile from Avebury.5 Maybe Avebury was also built as a place for the ancestors, separated by water from the land of the living.




    That day at Stonehenge, Ramilisonina answered questions for the cameras. By the dark and freezing evening, when we finally got inside the stone circle, I was already looking at it with new eyes. Could a link between wood and stone explain why Stonehenge’s builders had shaped the stones in ways reminiscent of carpentry?




    Back at home I discussed the archaeological evidence with Ramilisonina. Over the next three days we wrote an academic paper in which we described the meanings of standing stones in Madagascar and drew an analogy with Stonehenge and Avebury.6 All archaeology (and in fact all social and historical studies) relies on analogy. An analogy is an equivalence, or a parallel, and we use analogies all the time, even at the most basic level of identification – when we decide to call an ancient stone or metal object with a particular type of sharp edge ‘an axe’, for example, we are employing the simplest sort of analogy. In more complex attempts to deduce the motivation behind people’s actions, we draw on analogies to explain what we see and find.




    The problem with analogy is that we must have a broad range of possibilities with which to draw comparisons. If we limit our horizons to our own lived experiences, in the urbanized Western world, we risk imposing our own preconceptions on what we find, and can even fail to recognize the most simple of objects if they are beyond our personal frame of reference. For archaeologists it is essential to draw on as wide a knowledge as possible of cultural diversity and the different ways of explaining human action.




    As we wrote, Ramil and I talked about ‘materiality’ – the use of physical materials to express intangible meanings. I explained to Ramil that even in Britain today we have complex material symbolism associated with death. The funeral itself often involves impermanent, perishable materials – displays of cut, dying flowers, for example, and the marking of a recently dug grave by a wooden cross, perceived as temporary. For us, the funerary process requires stone to reach its conclusion: a gravestone is erected months after an interment, to ensure the permanent memory of the dead. We regard such things as practical, pragmatic actions, but there’s usually much more to human behaviour at such important moments.




    At various times and in many different places around the world, architecture has been used to express notions of permanence. Building in stone communicates solidity and eternal values, often invoking the words or deeds of ancestral figures. An illustration of this can be seen in Washington DC, which has striking ceremonial architecture. Here colossal edifices house awe-inspiring images of such national ancestors as Lincoln and Jefferson; the overwhelming scale of the statues in their temple-like buildings embodies the immensity of their ‘meaning’ for the nation – these are monumental figures, in both the precise and the metaphorical senses. The materials with which we surround ourselves can and do affect us. As Winston Churchill once observed, first we build the buildings and then they build us.




    The permanence of stone can be used to express concepts of eternity in contrast to life’s temporality, as seen in ancient Egypt, ancient China and many other civilizations. The sixth-century BC sage Lao Tzu expressed the concept clearly in Tao Te Ching:




    

      

        

          A man is supple and weak when living, but hard and stiff when dead. Grass and trees are pliant and fragile when living, but dried and shrivelled when dead. Thus the hard and the strong are the comrades of death; the supple and the weak are the comrades of life.


        


      


    




    Even earlier, from the eighth century BC, we have a written reference to the souls of the dead being set in stone:7 archaeologists working in southeastern Turkey in 2008 found a stele – a carved and inscribed standing stone – commemorating the death of a man named Kuttamuwa. This is thought to be the first written reference to the soul, and the inscription also includes the words: ‘my soul that is in this stele’.




    In our article Ramil and I pointed out that this association of stone with the eternal was neither shared just between contemporary Madagascar and prehistoric Britain, nor an innate human universal found in all times and all cultures. Our cultural metaphors change as our surroundings change: today we commonly draw upon technology to provide metaphors – comparing the human brain with a computer, for instance – but such analogy was simply unavailable to any earlier culture. Stone has no inherent meaning that identifies it with the eternal, the dead or the ancestors. Instead, its meanings are always historically contingent and subject to change according to social context. Even so, the cultural association of stone with permanence, and perishable materials with transience, seems to have been a commonly followed strategy in many different times and places, drawing on some of the most basic metaphors of human life and death.




    In prehistoric societies working with stone and wood, these material properties of permanence and perishability would have been self-evident. But of course the meanings ascribed to the materials cannot be assumed to be the same as ours. I wondered how one could find evidence that stone and wood incorporated meanings that invoked permanence and transience, or life and death, for the people who built Stonehenge.




    Our idea that Stonehenge was built as a place of the ancestors was not entirely new. In the late nineteenth century two of the finest archaeological minds of their time had come to similar conclusions. In 1880 William Flinders Petrie, later the greatest Egyptologist of his era, declared Stonehenge to be more monumental and sepulchral than religious or astronomical.8 Five years later Arthur Evans, the excavator of the Minoan palace of Knossos on Crete, wrote that Stonehenge was built to honour the departed ancestors of a whole prehistoric tribe.9 In 1957 the prehistorian Vere Gordon Childe wrote in the sixth edition of his masterwork The Dawn of European Civilization that Stonehenge was built as a monument to the establishment of peace and unity. These interpretations had, however, been forgotten or ignored by most archaeologists.




    During the late 1980s and 1990s similar ideas began to resurface. In 1987 in his book The Stonehenge People Aubrey Burl wrote that Stonehenge was a house of the dead.10 Ten years later archaeologists Barbara Bender, Alasdair Whittle and Josh Pollard were all putting new ideas into print about the importance of the Stonehenge builders deliberately having chosen stone to signify permanence.11




    As a break from thinking about Stonehenge, I took Ramilisonina to my other research area, in the Outer Hebrides off the west coast of Scotland. Even in summer the rain and wind can be extreme and, that February, it was predictably stormy. Although he admired the farming lifestyle, accompanied by all the mod-cons that are still lacking in most of Madagascar, Ramilisonina found South Uist appallingly cold and wet. As a storm blew in from the Atlantic and threatened to rip the roof off our rented caravan, he was convinced that he was about to die and would soon be joining his ancestors.




    Four months later our paper was published in the academic journal Antiquity and caused a bit of a storm of its own. Some scholars thought it was just the kind of fresh thinking needed to explain Stonehenge and its surrounding monuments. Others thought it was just terrible. (One postgraduate student even asked whether I’d had a particularly bad day when I wrote it.) There were those who didn’t like the use of analogy – arguing that Neolithic Britain was a unique society so any comparison was inadequate. Others still said the article was mechanistic and structuralist – that binary oppositions (such as stone:wood) were too simplistic to explain the complex actions and events surrounding Stonehenge’s construction and use.12




    We wrote a reply, setting out predictions of what archaeologists should find in the Stonehenge landscape if the theory were valid, and where to look.13 If the theory was on the right track, we said, the timber circles at Durrington Walls and Woodhenge should be associated with a ‘domain of the living’. The burials at Stonehenge should be part of a ‘domain of the ancestors’, not just a fleeting and temporary moment of use of the site as a cemetery. If we were right about the role of the River Avon in linking two parts of a ritual landscape, there should also be the remains of an avenue leading from Durrington Walls to the Avon, in the same way that the Stonehenge avenue leads from the Avon to the stone circle.




    The debate went round and round, and it was all about theory. For some academics, what mattered was theoretical correctness – structuralism had been fashionable in the 1960s and 1970s but had been replaced by post-modernism. Others felt that archaeology simply couldn’t answer such questions. No one seemed particularly interested in going out and collecting new evidence, to see if our idea could be challenged and rejected. All any of us had to work with were some poorly recorded data from old excavations by dead archaeologists. Trial by theory was not a satisfactory resolution – someone needed to get out there and find out whether our predictions had any reality on the ground. If the ideas didn’t hold up, then the theory was flawed and we could all move on, and try some different explanation of what Stonehenge is all about.




    It often surprises people to learn just how little archaeological investigation has been done at and around Stonehenge. Whenever a new discovery is made there’s general amazement that there is anything left to find. Yet the truth is that most of Stonehenge and the land around it have never been investigated. Even the twentieth-century digs within Stonehenge itself explored only half of it. There are also problems with the records of these previous excavations.




    Despite the shortcomings of our knowledge about Stonehenge, however, we know a lot about the people who lived in Britain at the time that it was built. They were farmers who lived off crops (such as wheat and barley) and domestic animals (pigs, cows and sheep) as well as gathering and hunting wild foods. They used clay pots for cooking and storing their food, but they roasted meat as well as boiling it. Their diet may have been predominantly vegetarian and dairy-based, interspersed with special occasions when animals were slaughtered and eaten. Judging by finds from elsewhere in Europe, their clothing was made of leather, fur and vegetable fibres such as flax (used to make linen).14 The Neolithic people of Britain reared sheep but we have no evidence that they had yet invented spinning or weaving of wool. Nor is there any evidence that they had invented the wheel. Horses, too, may well have been unknown; although horses were being used for riding in eastern Europe and the steppes of central Asia, it seems that they had not yet been brought across the Channel.




    Stonehenge was built at the end of the Stone Age, so most of the people’s tools were made of flint – arrowheads, scrapers for cleaning hides, strike-a-lights for making fire, and a tool-set of other specialized awls, burins, knives and saws. Their axes were made of flint or of igneous rock, polished and then hafted on to remarkably modern-looking axe handles. By 2500 BC, though, the first metal tools (copper axes) were beginning to appear in northwest Europe. Some may have been brought to Britain and Ireland or even made here; there are stray finds of early types of copper axe but these cannot be closely dated. It also seems likely that the earliest copper tools would have been too valuable to put into the ground for archaeologists to find – and they had the advantage over flint axes in being recyclable. We have fewer remains of perishable organic equipment but we do know that people used birch-bark containers, cord made from sinews, rope made from lime bast or from honeysuckle, wicker baskets and leather bags, arrow quivers and belt pouches.




    Neolithic people seem not to have lived in villages, except in a few special areas such as the islands of Orkney off the northern coast of Scotland. Across most of Britain their dwellings were single farmsteads or hamlets. Before about 3000 BC a typical farm might have consisted of a rectangular house, normally around 12 metres long and 5 metres wide. Some rectangular houses were rather larger and can be called ‘halls’ but no one knows if these were domestic dwellings or community buildings. After 3000 BC, house forms adopted a square plan of about 5 metres across. Remains of Neolithic houses are difficult to find because they were usually made of wood and the shallow holes in which their posts were set have only rarely survived later ploughing. Nonetheless, archaeologists are fairly certain that the limited spreads of worked flints found in ploughed fields derive from hamlet-sized settlements.




    This apparently isolated pattern of living contrasts with what we know of Neolithic gathering places, where people assembled periodically in large numbers. During the fourth millennium BC the building of large, communal tombs required the collective efforts of many families coming together. Even larger numbers congregated at causewayed enclosures, a type of gathering place that was especially popular in the thirty-seventh century BC. Later on, after 3600 BC, the Neolithic inhabitants of Britain built other large monuments that required many hands, a labour force no doubt drawn from farmsteads scattered over wide areas. Archaeologists often talk of mobility among these populations – meaning that they moved seasonally from place to place with their animals rather than living all year round in one spot. The early farmers of Britain appear to have been more similar in these terms to their hunter-gatherer ancestors than to the early farmers of mainland Europe – who were much more sedentary, living in large longhouses and occupying the same plot of land for centuries.
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    Reconstruction of a Neolithic house of the fourth millennium BC.




    The periodic gatherings were moments when Neolithic people encountered others from some distance away and at such occasions artefacts and no doubt animals were traded or exchanged. One of the most archaeologically visible trade items was the axe. Polished-stone axes from the distinctive igneous rocks of Cornwall, Wales and the Lake District ended up hundreds of miles from their quarries, no doubt passed from hand to hand many times. Even pottery was traded. Distinctive pots made from clays found only on the Lizard peninsula in Cornwall made their way to the chalklands of central-southern England, perhaps brought along the coast in boats. So the little settlements of Neolithic Britain were not entirely self-sufficient and self-reliant communities: they were tied in to long-distance networks of kin groups and exchange partners across Britain, travelling by land along forest paths, by water in small boats, and meeting up at seasonal gatherings.




    Their crops and domesticated animals were part of a ‘farming package’.15 The whole package originated about 10,000 years ago in the area that is now Syria, Iraq and southern Turkey. Much ink has been spilt by archaeologists discussing whether the first farmers then migrated out of the Near East, taking their domesticates with them, or whether the crops and animals merely passed slowly down the line westwards, traded onwards to neighbours who still lived from hunting and gathering. Whichever, the British did not invent farming for themselves – it all comes from ‘the cradle of civilization’ in the Middle East.




    Britain’s early farmers also exploited the forests around them. There were edible roots and tubers, stems, shoots and greens, as well as seeds, nuts and fruits. The burnt remains of hazelnuts, crab apples, hawthorn fruits and blackberries are regularly found in Neolithic pits. Britain was also home to wolves, bears, wild boar and a now extinct species of wild cattle, the aurochs (Bosprimigenius). This hefty beast, standing 1.8 metres high, was found throughout Europe and survived in Britain until at least the Bronze Age. It finally went extinct when the last one died in Poland in 1627. Analysis of the DNA of these massive animals shows that aurochsen were not interbred with domestic cattle, which arrived in Britain around 4000 BC and whose ancestry lies in the Middle East. Recent work on the DNA of Neolithic pigs also shows that, although there could have been interbreeding with European and British wild boar, these too were offspring of animals with similarly Middle Eastern origins.16




    What happened during the transition from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic – that is, the arrival of agriculture from its place of origin in the Middle East, and the change from a mobile to a settled way of life – is one of the big debates in archaeology.17 Even today there is fundamental disagreement as to whether the indigenous Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Britain took up farming by getting hold of the ‘package’ through cross-Channel trading with farmers on the Continent, or whether domesticates were introduced by Neolithic colonizers who brought animals and crops to Britain in their small boats, perhaps wiping out the indigenous peoples in the process.




    Studies of modern and ancient DNA can give us some idea of who Britain’s earliest farmers were, and thus reveal something of the ancestry of the people who built Stonehenge. Modern DNA can be used to speculate on the likely periods when new genetic material was introduced into resident populations.18 It seems that most people in northern Europe today derive the majority of their genes from a time long before farming – the period known as the Upper Palaeolithic, when hunters first moved back into northern Europe and Britain, around 14,700 years ago, as the northern ice sheets of the last Ice Age began to retreat. A small proportion of our genes are likely to have originated from southwest-Asian populations at some point in prehistory, but it is not clear when. While some scholars have considered these genes to be the relict traces of the earliest farmers, others link their introduction into the European gene pool to migrations westwards from the Near East much later on, in the Bronze Age.




    Recent studies of ancient DNA from skeletons of central Europe’s earliest farmers (7500–7000 years ago) have shown that only a few of these people had ancestors from the Middle East.19 Most of them were descendants of the hunter-gatherers whose ancestors had settled in Europe during the Upper Palaeolithic. There is growing scientific evidence that Europe’s earliest farming communities were melting pots of genetic and cultural diversity in which local hunter-gatherers took up the farming way of life.




    Analysis of the ancient DNA of hunter-gatherers and early farmers in Britain is still in its infancy but studies of modern DNA have hinted at the probability that, while most of today’s population is derived from hunter-gatherer ancestors already in northern Europe, there are also genes resulting from a large-scale movement of people along the Atlantic seaboard from Spain and Portugal – a movement that could well correlate with the arrival of farming in Britain.20 The hunter-gatherer ancestors were not necessarily long-term residents in Britain; they could also include former hunter-gatherers in France who had converted to farming and then crossed the English Channel to settle – their genetic signatures, as surviving in modern DNA, would be indistinguishable from indigenous hunter-gatherers within Britain. Whatever the case, the earliest farmers in Britain were most probably ethnically diverse, originating in different parts of Europe’s Atlantic zone.




    It is unclear just what happened when farming eventually reached the Atlantic edge, having spread across the whole of Europe. In the Netherlands and southern Scandinavia, local communities initially carried on hunting and gathering and adopted only some of the trappings of farming. In northern France, it seems, agriculture was a far more attractive proposition. Almost certainly farming required more work: studies have shown that hunting and gathering are less time-consuming than agriculture, leading social anthropologist Marshall Sahlins to call prehistoric hunter-gatherers ‘the original affluent society’.21 As well as possessing domesticated plants and animals, farmers along Europe’s Atlantic coast used fired-clay pots, polished-stone axes and arrows tipped with leaf-shaped flint points; from 4000 BC onwards people were using these distinctive items right across Britain and Ireland.




    Alison Sheridan, Head of Early Prehistory at the National Museums of Scotland, has identified groups of Early Neolithic pottery in Ireland, western Scotland and England that she thinks are comparable with styles used by farming communities in northern France and Brittany.22 Perhaps these were traditions of pottery-making brought by settler farmers who not only made the short hop across the English Channel but also sailed right up the west coast of Britain in search of suitable land to colonize.




    The earliest stone monuments in Britain are called closed chamber tombs and simple passage tombs; these were built in stone and appear to derive from styles of tomb building employed in the Morbihan region of Brittany in France, where such tombs date to between 4300 and 4000 BC.23 Examples at Carreg Samson in west Wales and Achnacreebeag in Scotland are thought to have been erected soon after the arrival of farming in Britain shortly before 4000 BC. Whilst these early megalithic tombs may document the arrival of farming in western Britain and Ireland, there are signs that farming might have arrived in eastern Britain via a different and shorter route – the 22 miles across the English Channel from Calais to Dover. At Coldrum in Kent there is a megalithic tomb built out of sarsen, coincidentally the same type of rock used to construct the great stone circle at Stonehenge; bones of the people buried within the Coldrum tomb have been dated to shortly after 4000 BC.




    There is another tantalizing clue about cross-Channel links in the earliest days of farming. One of the most precious tools widely distributed across western Europe at that time was a type of stone axe made out of polished jadeitite.24 This shiny green rock was quarried high up in the Alps. An international team of archaeologists has not only established exactly where these quarries were but has also worked out when the axes were made.25 Those that reached Britain were made after 6000 BC but before 4000 BC, so they must have entered circulation before farming came to Britain. Whereas other types of stone axes were used as tools, it seems that these beautiful and delicate objects had more than just a practical purpose. Alison Sheridan thinks that they were brought across the Channel as already ancient heirlooms by farming colonists. But others have a different explanation. Julian Thomas reckons that these jadeitite axes crossed the Channel soon after they were made, as long-distance exchanges between British hunter-gatherers and Continental farmers; perhaps they accompanied some of the first transactions by which the inhabitants of Britain began to obtain cattle and cereal crops.




    The answer to this conundrum should lie in where these extraordinary axes have been found in Britain. If they are found in the campsites of hunter-gatherers, then they were brought across the Channel very early and Julian may be right; if they turn up in Neolithic contexts, then Alison is probably correct. Unfortunately the vast majority of the forty or so jadeitite axes found in Britain are stray finds and come from uncertain contexts. The most secure find-spot is for an axe found in the Somerset Levels, next to a Neolithic trackway known as the Sweet Track, not far from the mid-third millennium BC trackway where a crudely carved wooden ‘god-dolly’ was found.26 Prehistoric wooden trackways across swamps and marshes are wonderful archaeological remains because organic materials sometimes survive remarkably well in bogs as a result of remaining perpetually waterlogged. We can also date the tree rings of the timbers felled to make the Somerset trackway – a dating method known as dendrochronology. From this, we know that the Sweet Track was built in the winter of 3807 or spring of 3806 BC, so the jadeitite axe was clearly deposited by early farmers, not by Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. Another such axe was found at Durrington, an area where there are traces of Early Neolithic farmers as well as previous hunter-gatherers. The evidence is unsatisfactory but I suspect that most jadeitite axes didn’t reach Britain until 4000 BC, so they were already old, if not antique, objects when they were brought here.
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    A pair of Neolithic stone axes from the quarries at Langdale in the Lake District. These polished axes are nearly a foot long. While some axes were used for practical purposes, others show no signs of wear so appear to have had a ritual or symbolic value.




    There are plenty of theories about the coming of agriculture to Britain but very little evidence of how it affected the island’s indigenous population. A scenario of complete ethnic replacement of British hunter-gatherers by Continental farmers is not favoured by archaeologists. In a few instances Neolithic sites sit on top of Mesolithic remains, suggesting some form of continuity. If the growing evidence from mainland Europe is anything to go by, then it seems most likely that the ancestors of the Stonehenge people were a mix of indigenous hunter-gatherers and immigrant farmers, a small proportion of whom had roots as far east as southwest Asia. Yet the radiocarbon dates for Mesolithic hunter-gatherer encampments fade away around 4500 BC, a good 500 years before the first traces of farming in Britain. Could it be possible that the natives had virtually died out before farmers arrived from the Continent?




    Study of ancient DNA from the skeletons of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers and Neolithic farmers would enable us to tell whether these were two genetically separate populations or whether the first farmers were the acculturated descendants of indigenous hunter-gatherers. Unfortunately, whatever the British Mesolithic funerary rites may have been, they have left very little trace for archaeologists to find. Although there are few skeletal remains to work with, an ancient DNA project is now underway to compare populations in Britain from before and after the advent of farming.




    In the Stonehenge area there are very few traces of the earliest farmers. Hunter-gatherer groups definitely used the Avon valley for their campsites up to the fifth millennium BC: their presence is recognizable from distinctive, long flint blades and tiny stone tools known as microliths. One of these Mesolithic campsites was at West Amesbury, where a stone circle was built more than a thousand years later.




    Bizarrely, the oldest suspected cow bone from Britain – and potentially the earliest evidence for farming in Britain – comes from Stonehenge itself. When scientists radiocarbon-dated a long bone of a cow-sized animal from the packing deposit of one of the stones in the sarsen circle at Stonehenge, they were amazed to discover that it dated to within the period 4360–3990 BC.27 28 Given that the sarsen circle was not actually erected until some 1500 years later, this bone is clearly problematic. It could have been an ‘antique’ brought to Stonehenge when the sarsens were put up but it is more likely that it had become buried below the grass on this spot before 4000 BC and then ended up incorporated into the hole dug for the sarsen. Until future research can confirm that this anomalous bone really is from a domesticated cow as opposed to an aurochs or a large red deer, it remains a tantalizing find. Even if this bone had been lying around for hundreds of years before it eventually ended up in a sarsen stonehole, the possible presence of a cow in the area at such an early date raises the prospect of people having visited this particular spot when farming first came to Britain.




    We know that, later on, some early farmers had a party near Stonehenge. On a hill to the east, high above the Avon valley on the chalk ridge of Coneybury, a group of people congregated around 3800 BC to bury the remains of a feast in a large circular pit.29 They had eaten eight cattle, roe deer, red deer, pigs and even beaver, having prepared and served the meat in more than twenty different pots, some of which were large enough to provide twenty servings each.
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    Map of Avebury, Stonehenge and Preseli, with other henge complexes and related Neolithic sites.




    As a student, my project colleague Colin Richards of the University of Manchester had worked on Julian Richards’ (no relation) excavation of this remarkable find at Coneybury and was intrigued by the blackness of the soil in which these bones and potsherds lay. This was caused by the high organic content of the deposit, indicating that ash and food residues had been buried to decay here. The quantities of meat-bearing bones found at Coneybury show that this feast could have fed several hundred people. The freshness of the potsherds when they went in the ground indicates that the pit must have been dug close to where the feast was held. Why did all these people gather here, at such an early date, to eat on this hilltop? From Coneybury they would have been able to look southeast towards the river and northwest towards the future site of Stonehenge, just half a mile away.




    The Coneybury pit tells us something very important about the new way of life. Taking up farming had crucial advantages over hunting and gathering. Storage was now possible, either in granaries or on the hoof in terms of herds and flocks, to ensure survival through the lean periods of the year. Farmers could also produce more than enough food to go round; after key moments such as harvest they could go for long stretches of time without having to find food. They could also devote this over-production to supporting lavish feasts involving kin and neighbours in their hundreds or more – as demonstrated by Coneybury. In other words, the transition to agriculture presented the possibility of creating surplus. That surplus could be used to support individuals in large-scale projects such as building the huge tombs that are a common feature of the British Neolithic. Since the people of Neolithic Britain might have been more reliant on the size of their herds and flocks than on the size of their wheat fields, their cattle, sheep and pigs served as capital, currency and commodities.




    In bare economic terms, the possibility of building Stonehenge depended entirely on the ability to create a sufficient level of surplus production that could be harnessed and managed so that a large enough group – comprising many thousands of people – could be mobilized, fed, clothed and supplied for long enough to enable the stones to be quarried, moved and erected. For whatever reasons, it took a thousand years before these early farmers attained the requisite levels of organization and food-surplus production to make it possible. Why they chose to build Stonehenge, what they intended it to be, and how they managed to build it are rather more complex problems.
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    A BRIEF HISTORY OF STONEHENGE




    There are shelves and shelves of books about the history of research at Stonehenge. While I don’t want to trot out yet another version, I do think it relevant to include a brief thumbnail account because much of what the Stonehenge Riverside Project has found out about Stonehenge itself has come from re-analysing and re-interpreting the records made by previous investigators.




    The most noticeable structure that we see at Stonehenge today is a circle of upright sarsens with some surviving horizontal lintels perched on top of them. The sarsens are large slabs of sandstone-like rock that were probably obtained from the Avebury area, in contrast to the bluestones, smaller stones of dolerite and other geologies that originated in west Wales. The sarsen circle encloses a circle of smaller bluestones, inside which are five large sarsen trilithons arranged in a horseshoe. A trilithon is a pair of upright stones with a lintel joining them. At the centre of Stonehenge is a small, horseshoe-shaped arrangement of bluestones. Some of the stones of these various structures have fallen down, others have been broken up and taken away, and several have been re-erected since the seventeenth century. The sarsen circle is about 30 metres in diameter, but it sits at the centre of a much larger circle, about 100 metres across, formed by the bank and ditch of an earthen enclosure.




    People have been digging around in Stonehenge for at least 400 years, on and off.1 Its above-ground remains have also been surveyed, at differing levels of precision, many times. Yet a huge amount of research still remains to be done or has only recently been initiated. Only in 2009 did archaeologists carry out a detailed survey of the ground-surface contours of Stonehenge2 and, two years later, a laser-scanning survey of the standing stones. Only about half of the area within Stonehenge’s earthen enclosure has ever been excavated,3 and many basic matters of fact about its constructional sequence still remain to be established. Gaining permission to dig within Stonehenge is no easy matter, so the opportunities to resolve some fundamental problems may be a long way off in the future.
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    Plan of Stonehenge, showing the ditch, bank, Station Stones and Avenue.




    In 1620 the Duke of Buckingham got his men to dig a big hole in the centre of Stonehenge. We don’t know where his trench’s edges were; however, almost fifty years later the diarist and antiquarian John Aubrey reported that it was as large as two saw pits, and marked its centre on a plan of the stones.4 Saw pits have to be deep enough for a man to stand in – this man being the ‘underdog’, as opposed to the ‘top dog’ who held the upper end of the saw – so this huge pit must have been more than 1.5 metres deep. The duke’s workmen either dug through chalk bedrock, unaware that it would contain no finds, or dug into a filled-in pit from some earlier period (as we will later see, we have recently discovered that there is a large prehistoric pit in the middle of Stonehenge).
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    Plan of Stonehenge, showing the numbering of the bluestones and sarsens.




    Buckingham’s men found skulls of cattle ‘and other beasts’ and noted great quantities of ‘burnt coals or charcoals’ within the stone circle and in several parts of ‘the court surrounding Stonehenge’ – in other words within its circular enclosure. Sadly for them there was no treasure to be had.
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    Plan of Stonehenge Stage 1 (3000–2920 BC), showing the Aubrey Holes and postholes inside the ditch and bank.




    We can dismiss Buckingham’s project as totally haphazard, or wish he hadn’t done it, but it was taken seriously at the time – Stonehenge was already something worth exploring. Others who were intrigued by this strange monument were William Harvey, the physician who discovered the human circulatory system, and Inigo Jones, the celebrated architect. Jones drew the first reasonably precise plan of Stonehenge.
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    Plan of Stonehenge Stage 2 (2620–2480 BC), showing the sarsen circle and Q & RHoles.




    In the early eighteenth century the owner of Stonehenge, a Reverend Hayward, found more skulls of cattle and other animals. From 1719 to 1740 William Stukeley surveyed the monument, identifying its avenue and what he thought were holes along the avenue for standing stones.5 He dug into some of the Bronze Age round barrows around Stonehenge and had a trench dug against the middle of the recumbent stone known as the Altar Stone, which he discovered lay on solid chalk ‘which had never been dug’.6 The Altar Stone is made of Welsh sandstone and lies almost at the centre of Stonehenge, pinned beneath a fallen upright from the great trilithon, the largest of Stonehenge’s five trilithons. Its shaped end shows that, at some point in Stonehenge’s past, it was probably a standing stone.
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    Plan of Stonehenge Stage 3 (2480–2280 BC), showing the Avenue and re-arranged bluestones.




    Barrow-digging went on all over Britain, a cross between a gentleman’s hobby, a sport and serious research. In 1802 a famous barrow-digger called William Cunnington dug a pit 2 metres deep by the Altar Stone, close to Stukeley’s trench.7 Halfway down he found Roman pottery but close to the bottom there were pieces of charred wood, prehistoric pottery and pick-axes made from red-deer antlers. Without realizing, Cunnington too had blundered into the mysterious prehistoric pit in the middle of Stonehenge. In 1803 and 1810 he dug against the recumbent Slaughter Stone, establishing that it had originally stood upright.




    In 1839 a naval officer, Captain Beamish, dug out an estimated 114 cubic metres (400 cubic feet) of soil from the front (northeast) of the Altar Stone, much of which was probably chalk bedrock.8 Captain Beamish’s big hole was probably the final blow for any prehistoric features – pits, postholes, stoneholes or ephemeral hearths – that once lay at Stonehenge’s centre. Whatever was there was almost certainly utterly destroyed by these early investigations.
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    Plan of Stonehenge Stage 4 (2280–2020 BC), showing the bluestone oval and circle.




    The famous Egyptologist Sir William Flinders Petrie began his archaeological career with a survey of the stones between 1874 and 1877; he was keen to produce something accurate to improve on the plans produced by earlier antiquarians John Wood and Sir Richard Colt Hoare. Petrie’s main legacy was a numbering system for the sarsens and bluestones that archaeologists still use today.9 Petrie was a great archaeologist; he never dug at Stonehenge but was nevertheless the first to work out that the henge ditch and bank were constructed before the sarsen circle and trilithons. He also pointed out that the sarsen circle, with its ring of horizontal lintels resting on the upright stones, had possibly never been finished, because one of its stones (Stone 11) is too short-perhaps the builders couldn’t get enough large sarsens to finish the circle.
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    Plan of Stonehenge Stage 5 (1680–1520 BC), showing the Y & Z Holes.




    In 1877 Charles Darwin took his family on a picnic to Stonehenge.10 He and the children dug two small holes, one against the fallen upright of the great trilithon and the other against another fallen sarsen, not to look for finds but to investigate the power of earthworms to move huge stones. Darwin had realized that earthworms not only convert organic material into soil but also sort the soil so that even large stones, as well as small components, are moved vertically downwards. When we look at a soil profile that has not been disturbed by ploughing for many centuries, we can see the effects of worm-sorting because the stones and pebbles lie at the bottom, beneath a layer of fine earth. In 1881 Darwin published his findings in his other great book, The Formation of Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms, with observations on their habits. Although he was not particularly interested in archaeology, Darwin’s work on earthworms still has relevance for anyone excavating at Stonehenge today.




    The first director of excavations at Stonehenge in the twentieth century was William Gowland, a professor in his sixties, who dug around the base of the surviving upright of the great trilithon (Stone 56).11 He did this as part of an exercise to re-set the sarsen monolith, which was leaning heavily and likely to fall down. Although a mining engineer, chemist and metallurgist by training, Gowland had a background of amateur archaeological research in Japan, where he had excavated more than 400 ancient tombs. The work on the great trilithon12 was carried out in 1901 and the results published promptly and in great detail the next year. Though his trench was only small, Gowland found more than 100 artefacts – mostly worked flints and sarsen hammerstones. His recording was meticulous – sections13 were drawn of the stone sitting in its stonehole, a plan was made of the trench, and the major finds were plotted in three dimensions. He could have had little idea that his records would be essential for working out the chronology of Stonehenge over 100 years later.
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    Professor William Gowland (kneeling centre) supervising excavations at Stonehenge in 1901.




    In 1918 Stonehenge was given to the nation.14 The Office of Works realized that more stones were leaning dangerously and that there would have to be a modest programme of restoration. Gowland was too old to carry out the excavations that the repairs would necessitate so the job was given to Lieutenant-Colonel William Hawley Petrie had wanted to excavate Stonehenge himself – with this in mind, he had even intended to buy it from its last private owner, Cecil Chubb – but Hawley was Director of the Society of Antiquaries, the archaeological body advising the Office of Works, and got the job. Over the next eight years Hawley excavated not just the holes of the stones to be restored but almost half of the entire monument.15 Many archaeologists have since bemoaned this twist of fate. Petrie was the greatest archaeological excavator of his age, whereas Hawley’s abilities were later described as regrettably inadequate.16




    Hawley had served in the British army and was a keen amateur archaeologist who had dug at Old Sarum (the old Medieval town of Salisbury, nestled within the ramparts of an Iron Age hillfort). Already widowed, Colonel Hawley was sixty-nine when he started work on Stonehenge in 1919.




    Apart from during the stone repairs, which were carried out by workmen employed by the Office of Works, Hawley mostly worked alone over long annual seasons, between spring snowstorms and autumnal gales, occasionally helped by Robert Newall, a local enthusiast. Most days he walked the five miles from his lodgings in the old mill at Figheldean, and occasionally lived on site at Stonehenge in an Office of Works hut.
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    Colonel William Hawley (seated right) with his team of workmen at Stonehenge in 1919.




    He and his team dug trenches in various areas, from Stonehenge’s external ditch to the central settings of sarsens and bluestones. Across much of the interior he found nothing but bare chalk. However, the ditch that encircles the stones was full of Neolithic deposits. Inside this ditch there was once a bank of soil standing 2 metres high (now less than a metre high).Just inside the bank Hawley found a circle of fifty-six pits, known as the Aubrey Holes. These are named after the antiquarian John Aubrey.




    Hawley excavated thirty-two of these Aubrey Holes, digging out the soil and artefacts that filled them. In both the surrounding ditch and in this circle of pits he found lots of cremation burials – small heaps of burnt human bones that, he surmised, had been deposited in long-since rotted leather bags. Hawley dug every year at Stonehenge from 1919 to 1926 (by which time he was seventy-six years old). His methods were thorough and he recorded his observations daily in a notebook. At the end of each season he delivered a lecture on his findings to the Society of Antiquaries, who published it in their annual journal. Although Hawley lived to a ripe old age (into his nineties), he never published an overall account of his work; today Salisbury Museum takes care of his notebooks.




    There’s no doubt that Gowland and Petrie were better excavators: Hawley failed to draw many of the plans or sections that we would expect from modern excavations, and his section drawings in particular are often too schematic to be of much use. And not only did he fail to publish a book on his discoveries but also he seemed never to develop any working hypotheses or research questions to test in his excavations. At the end of his work he admitted to being at just as much of a loss about the purpose of Stonehenge as he’d been when he began.17




    In some ways, however, Hawley has had a bad press. We know what he found and roughly where he found it. Between his diary and his interim reports there’s enough to be able to re-explore and re-interpret some of the more tangled problems created by his digging. There are some very detailed accounts of the fillings of the Aubrey Holes and the Stonehenge ditch, for example. Working through his reports has proved to be an exciting ‘armchair excavation’, almost as much fun as carrying out the excavation itself, discovering important clues that have been missed by previous researchers.




    After the Second World War, a group of three archaeologists – Atkinson, Piggott and Stone – agreed with the Society of Antiquaries that they should write a full report on Stonehenge and carry out some limited excavations to resolve some of the problems thrown up by Hawley’s work. In 1950 they began with two Aubrey Holes. By 1964 their ‘limited programme of fresh excavations’ had turned into more than forty trenches within Stonehenge and its avenue.18 Atkinson returned in 1978 for a final season with a Cardiff colleague, environmental archaeologist John Evans, and Alexander Thom.




    When he began working at Stonehenge, Richard Atkinson was a young and dynamic lecturer at the newly created archaeology department of Cardiff University and his methods were revolutionary, using skilled archaeologists working with trowels and making careful observations of soil and stratigraphy. Even as late as the 1950s the actual digging in archaeology was usually left to unskilled labourers; in his textbook on field archaeology Atkinson not only outlined a better way of going about things but he also put it into practice.19 From his first dig of two Aubrey Holes in 1950 to his last excavation (of the circular ditch in 1978), he brought into common use new methods and skills.




    Atkinson was helped in the Stonehenge excavations by Stuart Piggott, professor of archaeology at Edinburgh University, and by J. F. S. ‘Jack’ Stone, an amateur archaeologist who worked nearby as a scientist at Porton Down, the Ministry of Defence research centre. Atkinson published his team’s Stonehenge excavation results in 1956, and in 1979 he added a few pages to a new edition of this important book on Stonehenge, but he never published the full details of his findings, so it has been hard for others to evaluate his work and results.20 Paradoxically, he criticized Hawley’s work for the same reasons: ‘a regrettable inadequacy in his methods of recording his finds and observations and, one suspects, an insufficient appreciation of the destruction of archaeological excavation per se, has left for subsequent excavators a most lamentable legacy of doubt and frustration.’21 Unlike Hawley, Richard Atkinson seems not to have written much at all in the way of field notes.




    In any archaeological project, excavation is the quickest and easiest part of the process; the post-excavation work on finds and plans takes years to complete, often without any funding or dedicated research time. In his later years Atkinson was distracted from writing-up his excavations by administrative duties and illness. He died in 1994, and it seems that little in the way of excavation records was found when his papers were cleared out. Atkinson’s students remember him saying that everything was in his head and today no one knows what records he kept of his fieldwork. Stuart Piggott certainly put some things down on paper: he was an accomplished draughtsman and drew many of the plans and sections during Atkinson’s excavations.




    So in 1956 Atkinson published his book on Stonehenge, describing the monument in detail and setting out what seemed to be a likely sequence in which it was built.22 He worked out that the first phase of construction was the circular bank and ditch and the ring of pits called Aubrey Holes. Then, he thought, a semicircular arc of bluestones was added. This was followed by the erection of a circle of upright sarsens, all joined together by lintels, and the trilithons inside the circle (with the bluestones being rearranged, also inside the sarsen circle).




    At the time Atkinson was writing radiocarbon dating was in its infancy, so he had no real dates to work with and his estimation of when Stonehenge was built was out by quite a bit. We know now that most of it was built during the Neolithic but Atkinson thought that it must have been constructed during the Bronze Age (that is, the second millennium BC), the period after the Neolithic when metals were first introduced to Britain. Because Atkinson thought Stonehenge belonged to the Bronze Age, he thought it might have been built by an architect from ancient Greece – where a civilization was flourishing at Mycenae during the Bronze Age.




    For the remainder of the twentieth century no excavations were carried out at or around Stonehenge except in advance of developments such as the car park, the visitor centre, road improvements, cable trenches and the visitor footpath. The most productive of these small investigations was Mike Pitts’ excavation in 1980 of a cable trench along the road immediately outside Stonehenge’s northeast entrance.23 Mike was curator of Avebury Museum at the time and had to step in very swiftly when he realized that no one in authority had made any provision for archaeological work in advance of the Post Office laying new cables. During this excavation Mike discovered that the Heel Stone was once one of a pair of stones.24 He found the hole for a second stone (Stonehole 97) next to it, and this hole was dug into the soil that had filled an even larger hole.




    For a while, archaeologists speculated that the Heel Stone and this previously unknown, vanished stone had formed a ‘gunsight’ for prehistoric worshippers looking down the Stonehenge avenue: they would have seen the sun rise between the two stones at the midsummer solstice. This idea turned out not to work particularly well. The new stonehole is slightly offset from the Heel Stone so that the pair was not perpendicular to the line of the avenue. Its position is more convincingly explained as being the end of a row of equally spaced stones25 within the entrance and leading out from the Slaughter Stone.26
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    Professor Richard Atkinson (kneeling centre) supervising the re-erection of Stone 53 at Stonehenge in 1964; Professor Stuart Piggott is standing fourth from the left.




    As for the large pit that Mike Pitts found beneath Stonehole 97, Atkinson had seen the southern part of this same feature during his excavation of the Heel Stone ditch in 1956. This pit was more than 5 metres long, and Mike wondered if it was actually the natural hollow left by the removal of a very large stone. Perhaps a sarsen had lain here until it was discovered and erected in Stonehole 97 by Neolithic people? This stone might then have been moved to a new position, set within its own circular ditch – the sarsen now called the Heel Stone.27




    Mike Pitts’ cable-trench dig also revealed masses of sarsen chippings in this area outside Stonehenge’s entrance. Hawley had also found a large dump of them near the Heel Stone. These areas outside Stonehenge seem to contain greater quantities of sarsen chippings than do the areas that have been excavated inside. In contrast, Atkinson and other excavators working within Stonehenge’s interior had found many more Welsh bluestone chippings than Mike found outside Stonehenge. Stone chippings show where a stone has been ‘dressed’ (worked into shape). The distribution of the chippings shows that the bluestones were dressed inside the circle at some point in time, and that the sarsens were worked outside the ditch and bank.
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